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Abstract 
The paper presents some results of the first year implementation of an innovative master program that offers teacher training in a blended 
learning (BL) system. The strengths and the weaknesses of BL are emphasized by analyzing students’ projects and their learning outcomes. The 
following lessons for improving the BL process emerged along the study: online resources with addictive potential can be used to strengthen 
efficient learning; the facilitators need to re-adapt the previously designed forums so these better meet the actual needs; the role of the instructor 
is decisive for a good blend; students’ projects offer good conditions for learning by doing. 
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1. Introduction 
The contemporary society involves dynamic, frequently unpredictable changes, which call for graduates able to 
interact fluently and to adapt to a variable social professional environment (Homer-Dixon, 2000; Singer, 2006). If 
reproduction-based techniques ensured the mass success of the economy during the industrial époque, this way of 
learning and approaching the current and global problems of the contemporary world is no more adequate. In this 
context, the role of higher education is to develop mechanisms for the effective training of large numbers of experts 
ready to involve in a variety of problem solving activities for an increasingly demanding and highly competitive 
society (Singer & Sarivan, 2006). 
What type of education and learning experiences do offer the best training for the knowledge society?  The 
typical answer lists the characteristics on which the delivered education should focus: flexibility, creativity, ability 
to deal with problematic contexts, technological literacy, information processing capacity and, especially, the long-
life learning disposability. This is because the friendly virtual interface opens unlimited access to knowledge. In this 
context, the successful learners are the ones who are able to reorganize their already acquired structured sets of skills 
and knowledge in order to obtain new procedural configurations that are adequate to new situations and to new 
problems understanding and solving (Singer, 2009; Singer & Sarivan, 2006). This process is valid at all levels of 
instruction as well as for the knowledge progress in general. Consequently, the contemporary society calls for a new 
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range of competences of both the teachers and the students.  
In a broad sense, these competences are closely related to e-learning and online collaboration. Communication on 
the World Wide Web is currently evolving from the one-to-many display of information on homepages to the 
‘bottom-up’ many-to-many interaction of numerous participants in the construction of social networks, communities 
of practice, user-driven encyclopedias, and collaborative content sharing systems (Dohn, 2009). On the other hand, 
the Web 2.0-practices embody a dynamic and participatory view of knowledge that triggers though problems of 
information overload and, consequently, the need for critical thinking, reflective thought, and ability to synthesize 
and select relevant data. 
2. Using Blended Learning in a Teacher Training Master Program 
The development of teaching competences in this context requires both the exposure to face-to-face activities and 
to the individualized approach which is specific for the online instruction. Acquiring skills of information processing 
and collaboration becomes more important than ever. However, despite widespread interest in technology, little 
attention has been given to developing novel ways of improving participation in higher education programs for 
teachers and future teachers. The paper presents some results of the first year implementation of an innovative 
master program developed within a project cofinanced by the European Social Fund and the Romanian Government. 
The project includes activities for promoting and preparing mechanisms, contents, methodologies and materials for a 
4-semester master program that takes place in a blended learning (BL) system.  
Blended instruction combines online and face-to-face activities in order to offer a more effective education 
(Means et al, 2009). BL is structured around the strengths of the face-to-face instruction and e-learning and attempts 
at harmonizing the two approaches with the intent of maximizing the advantages of the two pure educational models 
(Thorne, 2003).  
The program we developed is addressed to graduates of the first university cycle - inservice and preservice 
teachers, and is focused on the development of teaching competences that are intrinsic for a dynamic, inclusive and 
open  society.  The  purpose  of  the  present  study  is  to  better  understand  the  strengths  and  the  weaknesses  of  the  
blended combination by analyzing students’ projects and their learning outcomes. We collected evidence from three 
sources: the phases of the master program curriculum development; the structure and effectiveness of the virtual 
communities that where initiated by the program; and the research partnerships established along the project. 
In order to better connect to the features of the knowledge society, the curriculum design for this master program 
took as main organizing principle the focus on the graduate. Many of the online gadgets and facilities can support 
the shift to a genuine student centered approach. The orientation on the student’s particular interests and capacities 
refers to the need to make learning more effective and efficient. In the curriculum development for the master 
program this new focus guided the classification of the academic disciplines on the basis of the internalization of 
learning more than on the cultural epistemological tradition. We see the teacher as a double expert, which possesses 
a certain level of expertise in the specific domain he/she teaches, as well as expertise in the didactics of that domain. 
Consequently, in our master program curriculum, the subjects are grouped into the following: the core curricular 
area (that offers fundamental knowledge of the domain); the specialized curricular area (main subjects for the 
expert’s training) – these two define the specialization domain; and the functional curricular area (subjects derived 
from the specific social needs of the contemporary society: Communication, ICT, Entrepreneurship, Management of 
values). A tutorial for educational research and another for preparing the graduation paper are also included. 
3. The Avatars of the Implementation  
For the implementation of the blended learning system, we have tried to ensure a coherent combination between 
the online and face-to-face components of the master program for all the target groups involved in the project. 
Harmonious blends require careful planning as well as permanent adaptation to the unpredictable issues that are 
inherent to the online type of learning. Throughout this process, a first phase was the translation of the curriculum 
into a course outline that places the topics into either the online or the face-to-face component. Based on this design, 
the next step was the development of the electronic learning units and of the various resources that can support the 
students’ learning in either the face-to-face or the online components. The structure of these electronic materials was 
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designed with the purpose to facilitate the participants’ conceptual understanding. Consequently, the learning units 
were designed in order to meet a list of criteria among which: balanced information load (to offer the necessary 
operational basis for the competence development); the presence of at least one student-oriented task on each page, 
task that specifically targets competence development; assessment tasks that measure the level of performance for 
each of the competences; the presence of at least one image or graphic organizer on every other page (to 
systematically develop or clarify the ideas of the text). In general, the material stimulates critical thinking, is reader-
friendly, and promotes the students involvement. In order to make effective the competence based approach, this 
structure is meant to distance from those formal experiences where e-learning is a pdf file identical to an academic 
manual the student can find in the library. 
In terms of implementation, an effective curriculum means interactive learning for both the teacher and the 
students. Instructor-student interactions in the virtual world, mediated by a computer interface (Reeves, 2000) are 
different compared to face-to-face activities. Accordingly, new methodological approaches are needed at the 
academic level, e.g. case studies, critical thinking procedures, problem-based and inquiry-based learning etc. The 
lack of visual cues, the use of asynchronous conversations, the online gadgets and various technical issues can help 
reorganize, adapt, and enhance interactive face-to-face methods.  
Within  our  program,  we  tried  to  use  a  variety  of  opportunities  of  the  virtual  space created at 
http://www.masterprof.ro. Thus, the electronic platform allows connecting the target groups that are part of our 
project. The following learning communities have been initiated:  
x Master Academia, the space where the university teachers of Masterprof are sharing their experiences, 
thriving to become a real academic learning community. 
x Master ScienceNONfiction - dedicated to the students who explore and model math and science teaching 
and learning in a student-centered paradigm.  
x MasterSchool – dedicated to the application schools; this is the point were students, teachers, professors, 
student teachers meet in order to give meaning to a modern school. 
x Master Tehno - intended to be the place where comes to life a genuine prototype of the engineer qualified 
as a teacher and overqualified as a didactician.  
x E-teaching skills and expertise building – focused on building expertise in the field of e-teaching. This 
involves skills such as moderating discussions on-line, devising activities for on-line use and supporting 
students on-line. 
Beyond the technical issues connected to the Moodle platform functioning, at this moment only the first three 
communities are activated, the other ones waiting for the qualified public. 
By using the platform, the students visualize the online resources, they act as being part of a learning community 
where they can share experiences, access the on-line activities and receive individualized feedback on behalf of their 
professors. The platform is also an online meeting place for the teachers in the application schools, mentors and 
other educationalists who can log in and participate in the special forums. Activities concerning testing/revising the 
teaching materials and monitoring the implementation are practiced by the university teachers involved in the 
program. The learning platform allows the building of online learning spaces and ensures the permanent access of 
the participants to the learning resources, and communication with the facilitators and colleagues. 
Communication is of an asynchronical type, allowing a flexible organization of the instruction time and thus 
simplifying the learning partnership between the online facilitator and the student. Master Academia (which is the 
oldest of the masterprof communities – set in April 2009) provided interesting topics and good exchange of 
practices among experts from different universities who, otherwise, could have seldom connected outside the virtual 
space. At masterprof each community includes at least: downloadable resources, forums and, the students’ 
portfolios.  The  information  of  each  page  is  constantly  updated  –  from  the  welcome  messages  and  image  to  the  
resources and topics in the forums, from dialogs students-teachers to consistent feedback on the portfolios. A 
successful blend in this phase is the coherent sequence of learning events within the forum, the individual study and 
the face-2-face activities (Sarivan & Singer, 2010). 
The BL course construction operates as a framework to support the development of the intended competences. 
The online portfolios that include a variety of learning products as well as the feedback received from either the 
professor or the other students can stimulate the students’ reflection and enhance their learning. The online facility 
allows the students to rearrange the portfolio and thus they become aware of their progress in learning and level of 
understanding.  
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Besides this challenging environment, the adaptation to this style of communication proves to be a difficult one 
for any of the involved communities. Frequently, the facilitators have to face the lack of interest of both students and 
teachers. The novelty of these means of communication makes people being reluctant to involve. This is manifested 
by less interaction on the platform, the posts being frequently mere remarks in isolation instead of consistent 
exchange of ideas. It becomes obvious that such complex procedures need time to be understood and implemented. 
4. The Student-teachers’ projects: Effective Learning by Doing  
Beyond the inherent difficulties, one of the most important results of the BL program is the development of the 
student-teachers' projects. The action research component of the program allowed students to better integrate 
learning, teaching, and communication. We detail below two of the projects in order to get a flavor of these 
achievements. We have chosen to present a team project that integrated students from kindergarten and school and 
an individual project containing two phases: a diagnosis and an experimental study. 
The first project we selected is Big book – a resource with multiple valences. This research project was developed 
by a team of three master students having different training profiles and professional experiences: a psychology-
pedagogy teacher in a special learning needs school, a pre-primary teacher and a graduate of a public administration 
faculty and future teacher. Their project had as target groups 10 pupils of 12-13 years old from a secondary special 
needs school and 17 preschoolers 3-7 years old. The project stimulated teamwork among the three master students 
and among the pupils taught by them, as well. Briefly, the children from the special school have created a big book 
for the kindergartners and these last have been taught using this book. Although the student teachers involved had to 
face many difficulties, finally the project brought evidence for the following hypotheses: first, students with 
behavioral problems that are involved in practical motivational activities can raise their interest in reading 
comprehension; and second, if kindergartners are involved in activities by using big books created by their peers, 
their interest for visual and written stories is increased.  
What did the pupils gain from this project? Both the pupils from kindergarten and secondary school learned about 
big books, and their interest for books and reading spectacularly increased. The preschoolers got a learning resource 
that they used for pre-writing, beginning writing, independent writing and also in integrated activities. The six 
graders have created a resource making the entire technological cycle from the blueprint to the final product, thus 
improving their technological abilities. Moreover, they got confidence in their capacities and abilities to help others 
because their work has been valued and they felt important and useful to others. Last but not least, they worked in an 
integrated manner, putting into practice the knowledge they got from various school subjects. 
What did the student-teachers gain from planning and implementing such a project within the master program?
They have learned about the steps of a research; they have improved their competence in planning integrated 
learning units; they learned to connect and value different schools, levels, and different abilities of children. Above 
all, they improved reflection and critical thinking, these being essential attributes of an expert teacher. 
The other selected project is Start in developing technological competences. This  project  is  the  initiative  of  an  
experienced  teacher  and  master  student  in  this  program,  who  is  very  fond  of  the  Technology  domain(s).  She  is  
developing this research during the two years of the master program in two phases: the first phase – empirical 
research on the teachers’ opinions on the teaching of Education Technology (ET); and the second phase – 
experimental research in the kindergarten and primary schools consisting in training the ET teachers for applying a 
new methodology.  Ten teachers  from a  rural  area  and 10 teachers  from an urban area  will  be  trained in  order  to  
apply new ways for ET teaching in their classes.  
During the first phase of the project, the research has focused on understanding the social-cultural context of the 
kindergartens and schools in which the second phase will be implemented. Interviews, questionnaires, ethnographic 
observations have been conducted at the level of each school involved. Moreover, the school teachers have 
participated in discussions on the forums in the MasterSchool community. During the second phase, the forums will 
be used for training and feedback on a systematic basis. An important conclusion to be taken into account in the next 
phase is the fact that although 70% from the participants in the research think that ET is among the first five 
disciplines with an important role in students' development, they are not able to provide arguments for this 
assumption and, moreover, this assumption is not sustained by their class activity. This research project emphasized 
some of the advantages of the blended learning approach: both “vertical” collaboration of the teachers involved: 
from pre-primary, primary, secondary schools, and university; and “horizontal” collaboration of teachers from 
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different counties of the country have been used for sharing good – and less good – practices. These collaborations 
have been facilitated by the online platform and they will be powered by the face-to-face interactions.  
5. Conclusions  
The communities are virtual meeting points where the participants in the various target groups of the master 
project can exchange ideas and experiences in a friendly, free of charge environment. However, as in any pioneering 
enterprise, there are gains and losses. The practice of visiting the platform expands the impact of a discussion on an 
educational topic that in the face-to-face mode could have involved only 2-3 people. The teaching-learning-
assessment process can be oriented to a competence-based approach. Because the prospective teachers are to 
implement a competence-based curriculum later on in their schools, they have to experience this approach 
themselves, reflect on it and gradually transfer it in their thinking. Prospective teachers should be taught in order to 
get deep understanding of a school subject in action. All that is taught should be contextualized, creating authentic 
learning environments. The online tool helps in this direction. Moreover, the context of the real school, which is 
brought thorough projects, helps the teacher educators themselves to readjust their courses to the current educational 
issues. The teaching/ learning strategies ought to be both concepts to being explored by students and methods to 
present new knowledge to students. Gradually, they become the students’ own professional tools and effective 
vehicles to present the topics in the classroom. The educator of the prospective teachers should set an example in 
building a research partnership with students; more generally, the teacher trainers should make no difference 
between what is taught and their behavioral pattern. Thus prospective teachers learn from their own experience and 
further transfer this fundamental acquisition in their profession. As stressed above, this process is a difficult one and 
not all the members of the teams are aware of the benefits of this system for a learning organization.  
Some conclusions of the study can now be formulated in terms of lessons for improving the BL process: the 
facilitators need to readapt the previously designed forum discussion so these better meet the actual needs of the 
moment. In this respect the online forum is a very important piece of the blend: it supports the students to go deeper 
into the understanding of a concept that was presented in face-to-face, it helps the facilitator to readjust the subject 
matter for the next face-to-face activity in order to fit into the new context of learning, it always offers a new 
opening for both components. The role of the instructor is decisive for a good blend. What is generally addictive in 
the online tool can be turned into a benefit for learning. An optimistic perspective is offered by the student-teachers’ 
projects. The development of such projects is a condition for learning by doing and for helping the prospective 
teachers to get expertise in their job. 
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